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On May 30, after months of mounting tension, exacerbated by saber-rattling by the military, the
Supreme Court upheld the convictions of retired Gen. Manuel Contreras Sepulveda and Brig.
Gen. Pedro Espinoza Bravo. The two had been convicted in 1993 of ordering the assassination of
former Chilean foreign minister Orlando Letelier and his aide, Ronni Moffitt, in September 1976.
The historic decision marks the first time that high-ranking Chilean military have been convicted of
human rights abuses.
While jubilant and largely peaceful demonstrations broke out after the decision was announced,
concern increased that violence could occur when authorities attempt to jail Contreras, who
defiantly vowed to oppose the ruling. Contreras was a key player in Chile's dirty war. Following the
military coup that overthrew president Salvador Allende on Sept. 11, 1973, dictator Gen. Augusto
Pinochet (1973-1990) appointed Contreras, then a colonel, to set up the secret service (Direccion de
Inteligencia Nacional, DINA). Espinoza was his chief of operations.
As head of the feared DINA, Contreras became one of the most powerful men in Chile, waging war
against "Marxist subversives" until DINA was dissolved in 1977. According to human rights groups,
including the 1991 report of the Rettig Commission a blue-ribbon panel that examined human rights
abuses during the dictatorship DINA was responsible for the detention and disappearance of more
than 3,000 persons. One of the most prominent victims was Orlando Letelier. Letelier served as
foreign minister and as ambassador to the US during Allende's administration. He was arrested
after the coup, and later went into exile in the US, where he was active in denouncing human rights
abuses by the military regime.
Letelier and Moffitt were killed in Washington, D.C. on Sept. 21, 1976, when a bomb destroyed
the car in which they were riding. In 1979, Michael Townley, a US citizen, was convicted in a US
court of planting the bomb and sentenced to ten years in prison. He served three years before
being released, and is now part of the US government's witness protection program. In addition to
Townley, who confessed to his part in the assassination, two anti-Castro Cubans were also convicted
of participating in the bombing, and sentenced to 12 years in prison (see NotiSur, 12/11/91).
Townley, a DINA agent, testified that he acted on orders from Contreras and said Contreras was
also behind the 1975 attempted assassination of Chile's former vice president Bernardo Leighton
and his wife in Paris, as well as the 1974 assassination of the commander in chief of the Chilean
army, Gen. Carlos Prats, and his wife in Buenos Aires.
During the Pinochet dictatorship, the US tried unsuccessfully to extradite Contreras. Before stepping
down, Pinochet signed a blanket amnesty decree for all individuals accused of human rights abuses
during his government, but it specifically excluded those involved in Letelier's assassination. In
1991, after the return to democracy, then president Patricio Alywin appointed a special judge to
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investigate the Letelier case. The judge, Adolfo Banados, ordered Contreras and Espinoza arrested,
but they were later freed on bond. Nevertheless, Banados indicted both men for the Letelier
assassination (see NotiSur, 02/23/93). Finally, in November 1993, Banados found Contreras and
Espinoza guilty and sentenced them to seven and six years, respectively (see NotiSur, 11/19/93).
The two filed an appeal with the Supreme Court, which began hearing the case in January 1995 (see
NotiSur 01/20/95).
Since April, tension has steadily risen in anticipation of the decision. Several incidents occurred
that were seen as pressure from the military to acquit the defendants. In late April and on several
occasions in May, military personnel held high-level meetings and expressed their "concern," and
"uneasiness" about the impending decision. In addition, military leaders visited Contreras at his
cattle ranch in the village of Fresia near Puerto Montt, 1,000 km south of Santiago. Just before the
decision, Contreras's son, Manuel Contreras Valdebenito, warned that "there could be bloodshed" if
the police tried to arrest his father. "He swore as a soldier to die fighting," said Contreras. "
And if the judgement goes badly, he will not let them take him to jail." The 66-year-old Contreras
has steadfastly maintained his innocence, claiming that the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
ordered Letelier killed. In an interview after the sentence, Contreras said the decision was a political
maneuver to destroy the army. "I am not going to any prison as long as there is no real justice,"
said Contreras. "I have always believed in justice, but not in the justice that has occurred in this
moment." Contreras blamed the left for the decision, saying, "The same communists, socialists, and
all those Marxist types who betrayed their country continue co-governing and acting to destroy the
armed forces and the national order."
Despite Contreras's defiant stance and claim that he has the support of his "comrades in arms,"
Interior Minister Carlos Figueroa said on May 31 that the court decision would be carried out "by
force if necessary," adding that the government "is not in the least intimidated by the general's
attitude." Gen. Espinoza, on the other hand, said he would respect the decision of the court,
although he also proclaimed his innocence. "With the integrity befitting a soldier and with due
respect for Chilean institutions, today I received the decision of the Supreme Court, a decision
which will be judged by history," Espinoza said. While the Contreras case has become an important
symbol in Chile of the end of military impunity and the beginning of accountability, the decision will
likely receive serious criticism, including that of Gen. Pinochet, who still heads the Chilean army
and who was Contreras's superior.
However, despite army pressure before the court decision, the military leadership made no public
comment following the announcement. After a meeting of high-ranking officers on June 1, one
general replied, "Of course," when asked if the army would accept the decision. When the decision
was released, President Eduardo Frei called for all sides to remain calm. "The vast majority of
Chileans have chosen the path of reconciliation," he said, and asked that the verdict not be used "to
condemn the institutions of national defense." Congressman Juan Pablo Letelier, son of Orlando
Letelier, called the sentencing "a rebirth of democracy in Chile."
Fabiola Letelier, sister of the murdered diplomat and a lawyer with the prosecution team, said the
final responsibility still rests with Pinochet. While politicians from across the political spectrum
supported the decision, one opposition senator, who is also a retired general and close collaborator
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of Pinochet, warned of possible consequences of the court decision. "The army has been deeply
and seriously wounded," said Santiago Sinclair, former assistant army chief. "Far from moving the
country toward reconciliation, we are returning to confrontational situations that could be extremely
delicate." According to Claudio Martinez, director of the national police, Contreras and Espinoza
will be jailed in a special prison, but "without special privileges."
A special prison for military personnel is under construction and critics charged that it was built
specifically in case the appeal process failed and the two generals had to serve time in jail (see
NotiSur, 01/20/95). For some analysts, the verdicts against Contreras and Espinoza will not close
the open wounds in the Chilean society, but will instead open the possibility that other military
will be tried and found guilty of abuses. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 04/24/95; United Press
International, 05/02/95; Notimex, 04/27/95, 05/31/95; Associated Press, 06/01/95; Deutsche Press
Agentur, 05/23/95, 05/30/95, 06/01/95; New York Times, 05/31/95, 06/01/95; Reuter, 04/27/95, 05/19/95,
05/23/95, 05/28-06/02/95; Agence France- Presse, 05/18/95, 05/23/95, 05/26/95, 05/29-06/02/95)
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